Paying the Price for Open Access
A central goal of academic journal publishing is to promote and advance scholarship through selective publication of high-quality research studies. Quality control is achieved by peer review, editorial board deliberations, and decision making by production staff. This process enhances confidence among readers in the value of published papers.
In the traditional business model of journal publication, readers get access to these publications through institutional or individual subscriptions or by purchasing single articles. However, concerns that access based on the ability to pay was hindering scientific progress led to the development of the socalled "open access" business model in which readers have unrestricted online access to journal articles at no charge.
While the idea of full access for readers is laudable, someone still has to pay the costs of publishing. Publication of research findings in scientific journals requires money to pay for online platforms, manuscript submission management, peer review, page layout, printing and mailing of paper issues, and day-to-day business operations.
In the open-access model, costs related to publication are transferred to the authors. Authors pay to have their papers published, with processing fees ranging from hundreds to thousands of dollars. Only a very small number of open-access journals have independent financial backing that allows them to publish at no charge to authors. Some journals receive support from institutional subscribers or foundations, and some accept advertising. Peer review and other quality control processes are readily transferable to the open-access model. Two examples of successful and well-respected open-access publishers that employ peer review are BioMed Central and PloS ONE.
Unfortunately, there are shady characters out there who are exploiting the concept of open access by producing journals for the sole purpose of extracting exorbitant publication fees from authors. These journals are interested only in publishing as many papers as possible and are uninterested in whether anyone reads those papers. Because quantity is of greater concern than quality, these journals accept virtually every paper they receive, commonly with minimal or no peer review.
The producers of these journals have been labeled predatory publishers because of the fraudulent strategies to appear reputable to attract authors. For 554257WJ NXXX10.1177/0193945914554257Western Journal of Nursing ResearchEditorial research-article2014 example, they give their journals impressive-sounding names that are often similar to the names of established journals. They attempt to convince wellknown researchers to lend their names to an imaginary editorial board.
The rapid proliferation of open-access journals by predatory publishers over the last few years has been remarkable. Jeffrey Beall, a University of Colorado-Denver librarian who tracks predatory publishers at his website Scholarly Open Access, notes that the number of reported predatory publishers increased from 23 to 225 between 2012 and 2013, and this year, the number has increased to 477 (Beall, 2014) . The problem of predatory publishers has become so significant it has been covered by the mainstream news media (Kolata, 2013) .
Publication in predatory journals has negative consequences for authors, on the research process, and for health care quality. As these journals seldom have a peer-review process, publication of poorly conducted research that contains misleading or false findings reflects badly on the authors and undermines the scientific process. Although authors assume their papers will reach a wider audience more quickly, the papers in fact may be less accessible. Most open-access journals are not indexed in electronic databases such as MedLine, and web access to a fly-by-night predatory journal may be unstable or short-lived.
The negative impact that publication in predatory journals can have on an individual's academic career requires any author who is considering sending a paper to an open-access journal to make a careful investigation of the journal prior to submission. The easiest way to find predatory publishers is to check Beall's online list, available at http://scholarlyoa.com/publishers/. Other strategies to identify disreputable journals include investigating the qualifications of the editor and editorial board, searching for hidden publication fees, and thoroughly examining publisher-sponsored conferences that promise presenters guaranteed publication in their journals. Alternatively, information on well-regarded, reputable journals can often be obtained from professional organizations. A list of reputable nursing journals can be found at the International Academy of Nursing Editors' website at http://nursingeditors.com/journals-directory/.
For authors who want to publish in traditional journals but would still like open access to their articles, some options are fortunately available. Some traditional publishers are now offering open access to authors once the paper has been accepted for publication. Giving authors the option to pay for open access after manuscript acceptance helps protect the validity of the peerreview process and prevents conflicts of interest with regard to editorial decisions. Western Journal of Nursing Research is published by SAGE. SAGE allows authors the option of making articles open access by paying author fees for articles published in well-known SAGE journals. Some traditional reputable publishers have also launched new peer-reviewed journals that are exclusively open access.
The goal of nursing science is to build knowledge for nursing practice. The exponential growth of predatory publishers capitalizing on open access threatens the validity of the research process. As both consumers and producers of research, nurses must develop the ability to recognize the con games of predatory publishers, a skill that Jeffrey Beall (2013) refers to as "scholarly publishing literacy." Open access is an admirable concept, but access must never come at the expense of quality.
This editorial is part of a worldwide effort to educate readers about openaccess publication coordinated by the International Academy of Nursing Editors.
Vicki S. Conn, PhD, RN, FAAN University of Missouri, Columbia, USA
